SERVICE WITH CONDITIONS
In most process plants, water utilities or power stations there will be found one or more 'black boxes' which, although unpretentious and relatively small in size, are crucial to the plant's smooth, problem-free operation. They form a vital interface between field instrumentation and central control by conditioning the plant's input signals, isolating them if necessary, and then re-transmitting them in a safer and more practical format to the control system.
Numerous signal conditioning 'black boxes' installed throughout the UK and in many parts of the world are designed and manufactured by Amelec Instruments, the trading name of Amelec Technical Solutions Limited, based in Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire. Since 1975 Amelec has dedicated its activities solely to the advancement of signal conditioning technology and today claims to be one of the UK's largest manufacturers in the field.
Meeting SIL requirements
A wholly owned British enterprise, the company maintains an extensive portfolio of high-quality products, meeting ISO 9001:2000 requirements and offering up to a 10-year warranty. They include signal isolators, signal boosters/splitters, transmitters, trip amplifiers, trip transmitters, arithmetic units, strain gauge, frequency and AC I/V transducers. HART compatibility is available and the company's signal conditioning units can form a component part in a safety loop to meet SIL 1, 2 and 3 requirements. An Amelec unit may take up to six field inputs -for example, level, temperature and pressure monitoring -condition and isolate them, and then re-transmit those signals to the control system as a standard 4-20mA output, trip level or whatever is required.
Products are based on analogue techniques with no microprocessors involved and key to the company's success has been its ability to design bespoke packages to meet specific requirements, particularly in the power generation sector. The initial breakthrough came in the early 1980s with a range of signal conditioning units designed to meet the stringent technical demands of the former Central Electricity Generating Board (CEGB). This led to what has been described as the largest range of instrumentation ever to be covered on a single approval document. Similar approvals were later achieved enabling Amelec to supply nuclear as well as conventional power stations. The company became heavily involved in the Sizewell B project and has since remained a regular supplier to the nuclear industry. Although the company's customer base today extends across many other sectors -water utilities, chemical and pharmaceuticals, food processing, brewing, oil and gas and general manufacturing industries -power generation continues to form its core business. For example, a vast number of signal conditioning modules has recently been supplied for a major upgrade of monitoring and shut-down systems at Heysham and Hartlepool nuclear power stations.
Upgrade at Cadbury's
Another milestone in the early 1980s was the development of a range of signal conditioning modules for GEC's GEM 80 controller system. The customer needed to interface, buffer and scale plant signals on its fast I/O highway with isolation to prevent problems in the field entering the central control system. This early success continues to attract business today -a recent project being the development of a new retrofit signal conditioning series for an upgrade to the existing GEM 80 control system for 'Wispa' chocolate bar production at Cadbury's Bournville plant.
Such upgrades are cost-effective, cause minimal disruption to plant operations and are becoming increasingly attractive to users who, in the current financial climate, are tending to put major new projects on hold. Seizing the opportunity, Amelec has strengthened its upgrade business by extending its 'off-the-shelf' activities with a new range of signal conditioning modules for DIN rail mounting which can be shipped from stock on a daily basis.
Obsolescence no problem
Although new designs for bespoke solutions are created on a regular basis, the company continues to provide after-sales support for its older products, some of which have been in the field for up to 30 years. A retrofit/refurbishment service is also extended to users of other makes of signal conditioning equipment. Obsolescence, says the company, is not a problem.
Amelec is a relatively small company with a big brand. Its employees have been with the company on average for 15 years each. Up to 20 per cent of output is exported directly from Milton Keynes, with the support of agents in Bahrain, South Africa, Kuwait and Hong Kong. In 2008 the company achieved more than a 10 per cent increase in sales over the previous year.
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